Steroidogenic factor 1 acts at all levels of the reproductive axis.
The conversion of cholesterol into steroid hormones occurs through the sequential actions of the cytochrome P450 steroid hydroxylases. Attempts to understand the mechanisms responsible for the temporal and spatial expression patterns of these enzymes led to the identification of a shared regulator, termed steroidogenic factor 1 (SF-1). SF-1 coordinately regulates the steroid hydroxylase genes and thus functions as a global mediator of steroidogenesis. Of greater significance, recent studies using a knockout mouse model have further implicated SF-1 in a variety of processes ranging from development of the steroidogenic organs to the normal function of gonadotropes and the development of the ventromedial hypothalamic nucleus. A fundamental aspect of elucidating the role of SF-1 at all levels of the reproductive axis is to identify its cell-specific target genes. The recent purification and cloning of the steroidogenic acute regulatory (StAR) protein has provided an intriguing new candidate through which SF-1 acts to mediate its effects on reproductive competence. These studies yield novel insights into the processes of steroidogenesis, endocrine development, and reproductive function.